Coincident multiple activations of the same surface antigen gene in Trypanosoma brucei.
Trypanosomes with a coat of variant surface glycoprotein (VSG) 118, consistently appear around day 20 when a rabbit is infected with Trypanosoma brucei strain 427. There is a single chromosome-internal gene for VSG 118 and this is activated by duplicative transposition to a telomeric expression site. We show here that the expression-linked extra copy of VSG gene 118 in a day 18 population of a chronic infection is heterogeneous, and we infer that the population is not monoclonal but is the result of multiple independent activations of the 118 gene. We show that the heterogeneity of expression-linked extra copies is also present in other trypanosome populations expressing chromosome-internal VSG genes. We present a model for the timing of VSG gene activation during chronic infection that emphasizes two features: the relative activation and inactivation frequencies of different expression sites, and the degree of homology of the sequences flanking VSG genes with expression sites.